Introduction
This chapter examines the use of vague language (VL) across different spoken genres in intercultural contexts. It analyses representative samples of the academic, business, conversational and public subcorpora in the Hong Kong Corpus of Spoken English (HKCSE), which is made up of Hong Kong Chinese and primarily native English-speakers. Its aim is to find out how the use of VL compares across spoken genres and between the two sets of speakers. The chapter then compares the findings with what school textbooks in Hong Kong say about VL in order to suggest recommendations to textbook writers, teacher educators and teachers for change and improvement.
Realizations of VL and its functions have been discussed in the literature. For instance, Crystal and Davy (1975, pp. 112-14) identify types of lexical VL, which are a mixture of 'precision and imprecision', on a spectrum from items which express 'total VL' like 'thing', 'whatsit' and 'so on', to examples such as 'I've got some tomatoes, beans and things', and the use of the suffix '-ish' in colloquial English. Dubois (1987, p. 531) describes the use of hedges such as 'close to', 'about', 'around', 'on the order of' and 'something like', with numbers in biomedical slide talks as 'imprecise' numerical expressions, suggesting that speakers and writers employ these expressions to express uncertainty in relation to one's own or somebody else's findings and to 'diminish precision'. Wierzbicka (1986, p. 597) calls 'just', 'at least', 'only', 'merely' and 'at the most' 'approximatives'. Channell (1994) describes three categories of VL, as follows:
1. Vague additives to numbers: a word or phrase is added to a precise figure to signal a vague reading ('about', 'around', 'round', 'approximately'). 2. VL by choice of vague words or phrases ('and things', 'or something', 'and such', 'or anything', 'thing', 'thingy', 'whatsisname', 'whatnot'). 3. VL by scalar implicature ('most', 'many', 'some', 'few', 'often', 'sometimes', 'occasionally', 'seldom').
Categories 2 and 3 differ in Channell's typology in that the meanings of the VL items in category 3 are understood by the hearer/reader in relation to a range of terms ranked relative to one another in meaning.
Research on VL has looked at discourse types, such as English plays (Graves and Hodge Cheng and Warren (2001) examine the use of VL in intercultural conversation in Hong Kong, and have found that on the whole, Hong Kong Chinese (HKC) employ VL in ways very similar to their native-Englishspeaker interlocutors (NES). They find that both groups of speakers are able to consciously manipulate the resources of VL to perform a variety of functions in social interaction, such as to achieve solidarity, to cover up linguistic and knowledge deficiencies, to show that they know the rules of information quantity in different speech situations and also to protect one's face and that of others.
This chapter takes the position that VL consists of a closed set of identifiable items that can be interpreted based on the particular context in which they occur, and that VL signals to the hearer that the utterance, or part of it, is not to be interpreted precisely. Thus, while its meaning in a discourse is subject to negotiation by the participants, VL does not achieve full specificity and so does not shed its status as VL as a result of the joint negotiation process (Cheng and Warren 2001, p. 82) . For the purposes of identifying VL items, this chapter adopts Channell's (1994) VL typology described above.
What the textbooks in Hong Kong say about VL
An examination of the 15 textbooks currently endorsed by the Education and Manpower Bureau of the Hong Kong Government for use in Hong Kong's upper secondary schools shows that only 3 make
